The European Journal of Neuroscience (EJN) falls into the category of so-called hybrid journals in that we publish both traditional subscription-based papers that live behind a paywall and must be accessed through a personal, institutional or society membership subscription, or by paying a download fee, as well as Online Open (Open Access) papers that are freely available to all-comers, where the authors -or in many cases their funders or institution -themselves pay an upfront fee to publish their work. We should point out at this stage that for our traditional subscription-based papers, there is absolutely no cost to the authors to publish and that all members of both the US-based Society for Neuroscience (SFN) and our own parent organization, the Federation of European Neuroscience Societies (FENS) can freely access all of our content. In any case, the fact that our pages contain both species of papers provides us with the ability to make some interesting comparisons in terms of the performance and impact implications of these two publishing models.
Should you pay for open access?
If we look at papers published in EJN over the four year period between 2013 and 2016, we find that about 10% of them were published using our Online Open option, EJN's equivalent of Open Access. So what is the effect of free worldwide availability? Well, it would appear that it is quite substantial. Regular subscription articles were downloaded an average of 238 times over this period, whereas the Open papers garnered 370 downloads on average. So, we find a healthy 55% increase in the number of individuals who opt to read the full text of papers that are Open Access.
Clearly, we need to acknowledge that there could well be other factors at play here that are driving this disparity between paper types. It is plausible that those authors who opt to invest in Open Access do so because they feel that their paper represents some of their best work and is worth the additional investment, and such a self-selection may indicate some shift in quality quotient. It would be very difficult, if not impossible, to accurately measure such a bias. Parsimony, however, is on the side of a simple availability explanation; the difference being driven by basic ease-of-access. Any inertia, such as having to remember your SFN or FENS login and password, or having to put off the download until tomorrow when you get to your lab or office and are safely behind your institutions subscription paywall, is likely to mean that you will never actually download that paper. If you cannot get it immediately, you are less likely to ever access it.
So, if it is eyeballs on your work that you are after, opting for Open Access appears to be one reasonable option to consider.
Is it worthwhile to target special issues?
Another potentially good way to amplify your paper's reach appears to be to target a special issue. You might think that publishing your paper in a regular journal issue is a perfectly reasonable approach, and we are certainly not about to discourage that. We scientists tend to believe that our papers are mostly accessed following a PubMed or Google search, and so it would seem that the company your paper keeps in a specific issue of a journal would be unlikely to have any real impact on its visibility and certainly should have no influence on its searchability. Well, think again. In any given month, EJN publishes two issues, and this provides us the opportunity to assess the performance of papers in a special issue against contemporaneously published papers in a regular issue.
So, for example, in the first of the pair of issues released in February of 2016, we produced a special issue on 'Peripheral Nerve Regeneration' wherein the 18 papers amassed a very respectable average of 271 downloads over the following 18 months. Compare that, however, to the regular issue from the same month, where the 13 papers published averaged a more modest 165 downloads apiece over the same period. Thus, insofar as these two issues can be reasonably thought of as comparable, placement in the special issue conferred a very solid 64% advantage in terms of downloads.
So, what is driving this special issue advantage? For one, it may result in some measure from the fact that journals are inclined to make special issue articles free online for a period and that they also tend to promote these issues quite heavily. It is also often the case that a sizeable cohort of the colleagues that you would like to be reading your paper will also be contributing to the special issue, so there is the built-in audience factor that may be at play here too. Additionally, if one is searching for a specific paper and trips upon a special issue, there is some reasonable chance that you might go ahead and download a few other papers during your visit, given the likelihood that they will be more relevant to your work than would be the case in a general issue. excellent test case, since one of our issues was both a designated special issue and all of the papers were freely available. We typically make the first issue of every year free to access, and this year, this coincided with publication of a special issue on 'Dopamine' that was compiled to celebrate the 90th birthday of Oleh Hornykiewicz, a living legend in the field of translational neuroscience. For those who may not know, it is now more than 50 years since Oleh first described reduced striatal dopamine levels in postmortem tissue from Parkinson's patients, and he went on to develop the extraordinarily effective L-DOPA treatment to ameliorate deficient dopamine levels in patients (Sitte & Willeit, 2017) .
In any case, a look at the download rates for this issue versus the regular issue published that same month tell a rather extraordinary story. As of September 2017, the 20 papers that comprise the Dopamine issue have been downloaded an average of 769 times, whereas the 12 papers in the regular January issue, only three of which were available as free downloads, averaged a more modest 177 downloads each. So, the combined factors of free access and special issue inclusion would appear to have led to almost 600 more downloads per paper, conferring a whopping 334% advantage.
Conclusions
The message would appear to be clear to prospective authors; investment in Online Open, if possible, is one of the easiest ways to increase the readership of your work, and if you can also place your freely available paper in a targeted special issue, all the better.
Of course, EJN offers both an Online Open option and we also have a substantial and comprehensive series of special issues in the pipeline. For example, we are currently soliciting papers for a special issue on Addiction, and this call and others can be found by visiting our homepage -http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1111/ (ISSN)1460-9568.
Calls for papers for additional special issues will be announced over the coming months. We are also very interested in receiving proposals for special issues at any time, and these can be sent directly to the editorial office for consideration -editorial.office@ejneurosci.org We also encourage you to delve into our existing catalogue of superb special issues, which range in topic from Multisensory Processes to Glutamatergic Synapses, from Auditory Cortex to Deep-Brain Stimulation, and much more besides -http:// onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1111/(ISSN)1460-9568/homepa ge/custom_copy.htm.
